Betsy Mason, Washington
The Florida Everglades clean-up effortone of the world's largest and most hotly debated environmental projects -is in trouble this week, after the judge charged with overseeing the scheme was kicked out for alleged political bias.
The ousting on 23 September of Judge William Hoeveler of the US District court at Fort Lauderdale is the culmination of six months of bitter wrangling over desirable phosphorous levels in the Everglades. The 5,000-square-kilometre wetland in southern Florida is home to at least 60 endangered species, including the American crocodile.
The removal of Hoeveler -largely brought about by sugar growers whose farms north of the Everglades are the source of phosphorus flowing into the swamp -has alarmed some supporters of the $8-billion clean-up effort. "The scientific system has been undercut," claims ecologist Curt Richardson of Duke University in Durham, North Carolina.
In its natural state, the Everglades supported a unique ecosystem made up of plants and animals that thrive in nutrient-poor conditions. Adjusting the nutrient balance can cause radical changes to the ecosystem, including the invasion of cattails, which overrun native saw-grass and choke the flow of water through the region.
Ecologists want phosphorus levels to be kept below 10 parts per billion (p.p.b.), but levels are as high as 80 p.p.b. in some water flowing into the Everglades. As a result, a 'phosphorous front' has been gradually encroaching on the wetlands at around a kilometre per decade, says ecologist Evelyn Gaiser of Florida International University in Miami. "Every day counts," says Dan Childers, who studies the Everglades ecosystem at Florida International University in Miami. "As we wait, more and more of the Everglades will be impacted."
When the restoration project began in 1992, Florida's state government agreed to bring the levels of phosphorous in water entering the Everglades down to 10 p.p.b. by 2006.
Since then, sugar farmers -who avoid using phosphorus-based fertilizers, but whose water-management practices cause the release of the chemical -have greatly reduced the amount of phosphorus leaving their farms. But the 2006 deadline is looming, and most experts agree that it is unlikely to be met. So in May, a law supported by the farmers to extend the deadline until 2016 was passed by the Florida legislature and signed by state governor Jeb Bush, brother of US president George W. Bush.
Hoeveler -whose court has overseen the restoration project from the outset -was quoted in the Florida press as saying that he was "deeply troubled by the content of the bill", and that Governor Bush had allowed the project to "fall into the hands of those who don't like the Everglades". Under a federal code of ethics that prohibits judges from appearing biased or commenting publicly on the merits of a pending case, the US Sugar Corporation of Clewiston,Florida, successfully filed for the judge's removal.
"The principle behind the original settlement was that no contribution to pollution was acceptable,"says Neal McAliley, a former US Justice Department attorney on the Everglades case. "Implicit in the new law is the idea that some pollution is acceptable. In my view that represents a shift in thinking at a policy level."
The changes leave ecologists worried that delays could now undermine the entire restoration. But Gary Goforth, an environmental engineer at the South Florida Water Management District, the state agency that is implementing the project, says that most aspects of it are still ahead of schedule. "It's not a date that matters," says Judy Sanchez, director of corporate communications at US Sugar."It's progress that matters. And progress has been extraordinary."
Environmentalists remain unconvinced, however. "The sugar industry's interest is and always has been delay," says Thom Rumberger, chair of the Everglades Trust. "This is the ultimate delay." Researchers are now putting together a proposal for how this project can be tackled.
Bowring believes that three new US labs will be required, at a cost of around $6 million and with annual operating costs of between $2 million and $3 million. "It's in everyone's best interest, so there's no reason why we shouldn't be able to get agreement," says Tony Fallick, who heads isotope dating at the Scottish Universities Research and Reactor Centre in Glasgow. Although the initiative is US-led, the lab work and results would be shared internationally.
The NSF has a new funding stream dedicated to efforts too big for one lab to handle. Geoinformatics is one such area, says Walter Snyder, section head for research grants in the NSF's Earth science division. "The burden is now on the community to agree on a common approach," he says.
